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ABSTRACT
Past research has examined the die-hard fans’
characteristics, consumption behaviors, and attending
motivation of avid sport fans. The study further evaluated
those fans’ characteristics and motivation through a series of
qualitative interview questions based on the conceptual
frameworks of loyalty, fan motivation, fan identity, and
“sport-as-religion.” The participants were 24 season-ticket
holders of a Mid-west professional football team who also
identified themselves as a fan of football, baseball,
basketball, and hockey. Their fanship varied from collegiate
to professional level teams of various locations. Results
showed die-hard fans’ game-attending motivations were
influenced by their family, popularity and performance of
players, and geographic location. The recognition and
identity of “true” fans was earned through strong dedication
and knowledge toward their identified team(s). The obtained
information inspired researchers to create an actual and a
virtual football fan club. Recommendations for future
research include increasing sample size and diversification of
fans
from
various
sport
teams.

INTRODUCTION
Although many studies have examined the importance of fan identification and motivations the
concept of loyalty in sports for fans remains unclear. Fans identify with a specific team or a sport in
general (Dietz-Uhler, Harrick, End, & Jaquemotte, 2000) and their loyalty can withstand losing
seasons and provide opportunities for product extensions beyond the core team. The bottom line in
sports is that a stable fan base is an important driver of revenue. This paper investigates the issue
of fan loyalty for the purpose of providing marketers with insights needed to identify and retain loyal
fans.
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Die-hard fans accept a sport team(s) having a role in the development of their self-concept. Simmons
(2002) suggest true fans can be identified by their attire, behavior, friendships, relationships, and
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loyalties. Team win-lost rations do not affect true or die-hard fans. They purchase authentic jerseys
and other gear and maintain allegiance to their team through the tough seasons (Simmons 2002).
Uncertainty surrounding the outcome of a game is a big factor that drives individuals to return each
season. Other motivational factors include group affiliation, family, escape, eustress aesthetics, selfesteem (Wann, Grieve, Zapalac, & Pease, 2008), entertainment (Frandsen, 2007), and economics
(Fountain & Finley, 2010). These motivations provide sport marketers an opportunity to create a
more identified fan base with the potential to grow into die-hard fans (Wann et al., 2008).
An important indicator used to describe a die-hard fan is team identification. Wann (1997) defines
team identification as “the extent to which a fan feels psychologically connected to a team” (p. 331).
End, Meinert, Worthman, and Mauntel (2009) suggested that the role of sport team identification
can be so influential that it can lend itself to becoming “a defining aspect of life” (p. 553). High team
identification relates to the fan’s ability to process wins and defeats (Wann & Branscombe, 1990).
This process is known as basking-in-reflected-glory (BIRGing) and cutting-off-reflected failure
(CORFing). Individuals who are characterized with a high level of team identification often
participate in BIRGing (basking in reflected glory) practices.
Socialization factors, such as peers, family, school, and community, can also increase the level of
team identification and BIRGing practices. Strong team identification gives fans a sense of belonging
that can create an unbreakable bond between them and their team (Heere & James, 2007). Loyalty
toward a team is often developed through this type of bond. Funk and James (2001) had tried to
explain how an individual develops from a spectator to a loyal fan. Funk and James used the
Psychological Continuum Model (PCM) to classify the transition through four steps: awareness,
attraction, attachment, and allegiance (p. 124).
One line of research that has not been examined extensively is the idea of sport as religion. Price
(2001) noted, “[the] majority of fans who attend games vicariously through mediated means or who
follow reports of games, there is often a sense of religious fervor attached to their devotion” (p. 4).
Wann, Melznick, Russell, and Pease (2001) explained, “The similarities between sport fandom and
organized religion are striking. Consider the vocabulary associated with both: faith, devotion,
worship, ritual, dedication, sacrifice, commitment, spirit, prayer, suffering, festival, and celebration"
(p. 198). These similarities appear to be so significant that some have even described sport as the
most accepted American religion (Price, 2001).
METHODOLOGY
In order to help marketing professionals gain a better understanding of the psychological
motivations and behaviors of the die-hard fans, this study utilized a series of in-depth interviews to
examine the sport fans’ thoughts, practices, and needs. These findings were applied to traditional
conceptual frameworks and the concept of “sport-as-religion.”
Participants and Instrumentation
The participants of this study were 24 season-ticket holders (16 males and 4 females) of a mid-west
professional football team. They also identified themselves as fans of football, baseball, basketball,
and hockey. The researchers developed questions based on the conceptual frameworks of fan
motivation, team identification, and sport-as-religion to serve as a springboard for in-depth
discussion. These questions are listed in Table1.
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2.
3.
4.
5.

Table 1
In-Depth Interview Springboard Questions
How do you as a die-hard sport fan cope with defeat?
How do die-hard fans view the idea of sport experiences being compared to religious
experiences?
How do die-hard fans feel about fair-weathered fans affect team identification?
Do die-hard fans participate in team-based fan clubs?
What would die-hard fans be willing to give up in order to attending a championship game of
their favorite team?

Procedure
Participants were recruited by utilizing a snowball sampling method. Young season-ticket holders
(under 35 years old) were recruited based on their willingness to participate and availability of being
able to attend to the face-to-face interview with the primary researcher. Those interviews took place
during November 4th – November 6th, 2013 in the Kansas City Chiefs Business Offices, in Kansas
City, Missouri. Prior to the beginning of the interview section, the primary researcher explained the
purpose of the study, rights for participation, and freedom for expressing the answers to the
participants. The researchers grouped the participants’ responses based on themes and compared
the notes for inter-rater reliability. Themes are described in terms of frequency of their appearance
in responses.
RESULTS
Several factors contributed to fans identifying with teams. Family and geographic location were
identified as the primary factors by 75% of the participants (n = 18). Others interviewees stated that
their fandom was shaped by a player or players of their identified team. Although the participants
are all season-ticket holders, a majority (75%) of them were not members of the team’s official fan
club. When asked why they choose not to opportunities, and (3) prefer enjoying the team events and
activities in their own way. Twenty-five percent of individuals responded that they do participate in
team-based fan clubs at least once a season. They also agreed that participation in the fan clubs had
increased their fan identification.
Fair-weathered fans or those who “jump on a winning team’s bandwagon” can be seen often as a
team experiences success. Twenty-two out of the 24 participants (92%) expressed negative feelings
toward fair-weathered fans. Nearly 70% of the participants simply described those individuals were
“not true fans” at all and had driven the real fans crazy. Negative connotation toward fair-weathered
fans was given because they had not proven their fandom sincerely. Ten participants felt that fairweathered fans would hinder one’s team identification in some way because they had given the diehards fans a “bad reputation.”
The participants were asked what they are willing to give up in order to attending a championship
game of their identified team. Those sacrifices could be grouped in three themes: (1) money, (2)
skipped commitments, and (3) extreme consequences. Fifty percent of the participants are willing to
pay whatever the high price may be to trade for that game experience.
Eight people (25%) were willing to skip prior commitments such as a friend’s wedding, job
appointments, or ever their own graduation. As for dealing with defeats of their identified team,
twenty participants (83%) would most likely withdraw from the situation or environment following a
loss by their team. Four participants (16%) even stated that at times they have caused physical
damage after their identified team suffered a loss. Apparently, eight of the 67% of the participants
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agreed that in certain respects, sports exhibited a deep level of religious quality. Examples would
include use of prayer during a game, viewing sport devotedly and regularly as a religious practice
and showing dedication as fans by offering time and money.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
In general, the participants’ open-ended responses support the notion socialization factors such as
family influence and geographic location can impact ones’ game attendance motivation and
formation of the team identity. The researchers believed that a couple of unique contributions of this
study in understanding of die-hard fans’ characteristics and behaviors are the use of sport-asreligion and distinction between the die-hard and fair-weathered fans. It was interesting to discover
what fans were willing to give up to attending a championship games associated with their identified
team. The expressed zeal and sacrifices may equate to the religious type of commitment and
devotion. Overall, die-hard sport fans are likely to spend a significant amount of money and skip
prior commitments in order to attend a championship game in which their identified team is playing.
In conclusion, the researchers would suggest conducting personal interviews with a larger sample
with a more diversification in identified sports. The primary researcher also created a virtual
football fan club based on the obtained information by accommodating the desired fans’ social needs
and time convenience. This program would ease the nostalgic feeling of those fans that have to
physically move to another location and not being able to attend the home games anymore.
PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR MARKETERS
Die-hard fans’ exhibited characteristics and behaviors continuously remind the marketers about two
realities. First of all, winning and change of ticket-price do not completely dictate the consuming
behaviors and volume of the spectators. It is clear that a disappointing or mediocre winning record
can help separate the real die-hard and fair-weathered fans from each other. More importantly,
those die-hard fans are the faithful individuals who will endure the poor performing seasons and
continue to support their favorite (local) team. If the notion of the “Golden Rule” of business holds
true (Arantes, 2014), the small amount of the die-hard fans clearly show their contributions to the
teams’ financial gains. They are the real bread and butter that the teams may count on. Instead of
assuming die-hard fans’ support for the team will exist unconditionally and taking their support for
granted, the marketers must proactively care about their existence and satisfy the needs of these
fans.
In order to appreciate loyalty and support of the Kansas City Chief’s die-hard fans, the researchers
suggest to create an actual and a virtual fan club sponsored by the team. A unique membership
qualification and selection process will be developed and implemented to reach out to the identified
club members. Both clubs will have meetings and launch a website that would serve the function like
a church (or a sanctuary). The virtual club will have an online platform that allow members to: (1)
share great memories and joyful experience regarding the team’s performance, (2) receive support
and comfort while coping with tragic losses, (3) obtain special marketing/advertising information,
benefits, and discounts, and (4) receive special updates and inside features to ease the nostalgic
feeling for those individuals who move away from the team’s hosting city due to job, relocation, and
various reasons (Pajoutan and Seifried, 2014).
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